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On July 27, disgruntled army officers led an aborted attempt to replace Gen. Mario Hung Pacheco
as head of the Honduran military. Four officers were arrested following the attempted ouster
of Pacheco, but released after four days. Pacheco, however, dismissed the incident as mere
"grumblings" over low salaries and other problems, which, he said, erupted "after a few drinks at a
party."
Whether this incident was a full-fledged attempt to carry out a "barracks coup," as reported in the
local press, or just "grumblings" about pent-up frustrations, as Pacheco suggested, most analysts
believe that the outcome will be a raise for the military and efforts by President Carlos Roberto
Reina to minimize discontent in the military. Dissent within the ranks of the military is nothing
new in Honduras. Since 1956, its history has been marked by frequent military coups that have
overthrown civilian governments as well as by internal power struggles that have resulted in
toppling the military leadership. In the last ten years, internal conflicts have resulted in three
military chiefs being deposed by their subordinates. More recently, morale has been low for some
time because of the low salaries and significantly depleted numbers following the abolition of forced
recruitment (see NotiSur, 06/03/94, 03/24/95, 03/29/96).
Also adding to the discontent is the reduction in access to benefits and privileges long enjoyed by
the military, but which are now limited to the top echelon. And military officers are also angry that
members of the officer corps are facing trials related to human rights abuses during the 1980s (see
NotiSur, 11/03/95, 12/15/95, 01/26/96, 04/12/96). Hung Pacheco said the recent incident was the result
of discontent about low salaries and difficulties military personnel encounter in obtaining credit
from the Instituto de Prevision Militar (IPM), which according to official sources, has investments of
US$280 million in various sectors of the economy.
Officers also complain about a lack of access to administrative positions within the IPM. And
sources close to the military say that some officers also want Hung to remove high-ranking officers
who are close to former military chief Gen. Luis Alonso Discua. Hung Pacheco took over from
Discua last January. Considered a hard-liner, Hung had the support of the officer corps, who
expected him to prevent further erosion in the influence of the military (see NotiSur, 02/02/96).
Despite Hung's downplaying of the incident, he also issued a warning.
"The message for our officers and soldiers is that it is not through barracks coups or by
overthrowing the government that we will increase the budget for the Armed Forces," said Hung
after the incident. Col. Carlos Andino Cobos, one of those who allegedly tried to get rid of Hung,
later claimed the whole thing was "a misunderstanding," and said it was just a "little discussion
among friends" that the press heard about and blew out of proportion. On July 31, Reina reminded
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the Armed Forces of the serious economic problems facing the country, but said he would do
everything possible to "raise the standard of living of the soldiers."
The military budget has been reduced to approximately US$30 million, and soldiers earn
approximately US$4 a month. During the military's "glory days" in the 1980s, US military aid
amounted to US$500 million per year, which has been reduced to US$500,000 in 1996. During those
years, an often- heard saying was that "there is no such thing as a poor colonel." Following the
alleged attempt to replace Hung, the small opposition Partido Social Democrata (PSD) proposed
abolishing the position of chief of the Armed Forces and raising the salaries of military personnel.
The PSD also called for the elimination of the military governing council (Consejo Superior de las
Fuerzas Armadas, COSUFFAA), which comprises 58 officers who make up the military's decisionmaking body and who choose the chief of the Armed Forces. The PSD proposal would subordinate
the Armed Forces to the defense minister, who is appointed by the president, and would create a
military high command to replace the COSUFFAA.
While in most countries the defense minister has authority over the military, in Honduras,
the minister has no such authority and has often been named by the military. The PSD also
expressed its concern about the "climate of insubordination in the heart of the Armed Forces,
which accompanies a confrontational situation between some politicians and some military
officers." Nevertheless, Minister of Finance Juan Ferrera said he opposes a raise for the military,
and he pointed out the sizeable fortunes that many officers have amassed. Meanwhile, persistent
accusations about past and present human rights abuses by the military continue to damage public
support for the institution.
Recently, Rafael Iscoa Leiva, who says he was a member of the infamous Battalion 3-16 death
squad during the 1980s, asked protection from the Public Ministry, saying there is an order out to
kill him because he knows too much. Iscoa Leiva says he was an aide to the present INTERPOL
chief in Honduras, Jose Ines Gradiz, as well as to retired Capt. Billy Joya, who has been a fugitive
from justice since last Oct. 17, 1995, when he and two other officers accused of the kidnapping
of six students in 1992 went into hiding. Both Joya and Gradiz were special section chiefs within
Battalion 3-16, according to Armed Forces documents. According to a 1993 report of the human
rights commission (Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos en Honduras (CODEH), at
least 184 people were disappeared by the military during the 1980s, and much of the responsibility
has been placed with the Battalion 3-16. (Sources: Notimex, 07/25/96; Inter Press Service, 07/30/96;
Reuter, 07/30/96, 07/31/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/29-08/01/96)
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